Introduction
State and local governments currently bear primary responsibility for education in the United States. Lacking a constitutional mandate, the federal government plays an ambiguous role in primary and secondary education. Because the Constitution does not explicitly mention education, education policy falls under the Tenth Amendment' s instruction that "powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited to it by the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people" (U.S. Const. amend X). By contrast, many other countries, including some of the United States' closest allies and strongest economic challengers, assert a more centralized role in education. In so doing, these countries estab-lish a consistent level of quality for their labor force. The United States needs strong intellectual performers to maintain its economic standing in a rapidly changing world. This paper examines the possibility of adopting a single set of national education performance standards upon which uniform national student achievement assessments can be based. This paper also compares a national education policy alternative to the current system of state-level standards and tests.
Policymakers constantly seek to better understand the critical elements of programs. To the extent possible, they link quantifiable inputs with results. There are many inputs that affect student performance and workplace readiness, including school funding, class size, socioeconomic circumstances, and parent education. This paper will focus on two critical inputs for public elementary and secondary schools in the United States: content standards and student assessment. Content standards evaluate knowledge and skill based on grade level and subject. Student assessment generally occurs in the form of standardized tests. The academic literature in the field of education policy is mixed with respect to the impacts of standards and assessment on student achievement. This paper will analyze national standards and assessments based on effectiveness, political feasibility, cost, and administrative feasibilitycommonly used criteria that assess both implementation issues and direct results (Patton and Sawicki 1993) . These criteria will show whether a policy succeeds at its stated goal (effectiveness), is a functional possibility (cost and administrative feasibility), and is likely to be accepted by major stakeholders (political feasibility). By balancing these four criteria, this paper demonstrates the trade-offs between the status quo and national-level standards and assessments.
Problem Definition
The federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) requires annual standardized testing for the third through eighth grades and some high school courses. Under NCLB, states must establish standards on which to base the assessments. The law asserts that states should identify the number of students scoring in "below basic," "basic," "proficient," and "advanced" categories, and it requires states, districts, and schools to ensure that the percentage of students who meet those standards (by achieving "proficient" or "advanced" level scores) increases annually. NCLB contains a variety of consequences if the number of students meeting the standards does not increase. 2 However, it leaves the development and content of the tests to the state (NCLB 2001) . This creates distinct educational expectations in each state. Although states are showing student improvements on the state-created standardized tests, results on a non-binding national test, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), do not always reflect the same trend (Kober, Chudowsky, and Chudowsky 2008) . This disparity draws the adequacy of state tests into question.
The variation in state tests is evidence of the inconsistency in curricula throughout the United States. Though the literature is mixed, effective use of content standards can correlate with higher student achievement on standardized tests (McCaffrey et al. 2001; Schoen et al. 2003) . It seems logical to conclude that widely dissimilar preparation of students results in a future workforce with disparate skill sets. Because the U.S. economy relies on the supply of skilled laborers, this country' s ability to compete internationally depends on strong technical preparation for workers nationwide.
International testing shows that students in the United States score lower than those in other countries. Since 2000, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), a group of nations with developed economies, has administered triennial international assessments (Program for International Student Assessment, or PISA, exams) in reading, mathematics, and science.
3 Fifteen-year-old students in the United States scored below 14 other nations in math and 23 other nations (out of 41) in reading on the 2003 exam (Lemke et al. 2004, 72, 104) . 4 Students in the United States scored significantly below the OECD average in both math and science in 2006, placing 29th in math and 35th in science out of 57 OECD members and partner nations (OECD 2007) .
Further examination of the distribution of scores raises questions about the competitiveness of students in the United States. Students performed below the OECD average (measured as a score of 500 on the PISA exam) on all but one measure of achievement (see Table 1 ). The PISA evaluates proficiency on a scale of six levels of increasing analytical skills. Level 3 identifies students that are successful at analysis and problem-solving, while Level 2 indicates mastery of more basic descriptive tasks. While the OECD average proficiency level for mathematics, science, and reading ranked solidly in Level 3, the U.S. average for math fell from a low Level 3 in 2003 to Level 2 in 2006 . In addition, the United States had greater proportions of students in the lower proficiency levels and smaller proportions of students in the medium proficiency levels than the average for mathematics and science in 2006. Given this country' s socioeconomic status, researchers agree that students in the United States should be performing at a much higher level (Baldi et al. 2007; OECD 2007) . In general, the reported scores on international standardized tests imply that students from the United States are not as intellectually competitive as those in other developed countries.
Of the nations that scored in the top 10 for both science and mathematics for the 2006 PISA, all but one-Canada-have unified national educational standards (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, Of the nine nations scoring in the bottom 10 on both science and math tests, six have nationalized systems (Montenegro, Indonesia, Colombia, Brazil, Tunisia, and Qatar), two have decentralized systems (Mexico and Argentina), and one has a hybrid system (Kyrgyzstan) (Grindle 2001; B92 News 2008; Bouwman 2009; EdInvest 2004; World Education Services 2004; ISEP 2008; Clark 2006; Supreme Education Council Qatar 2009; OSI 2002) . While the success of countries with national standards does not indicate causality, it makes a national standards policy worth exploring.
These studies show a competitive disadvantage in math and science, critical subjects to technical jobs. The labor market in the United States is becoming increasingly technical, with information sectors accounting for 63 percent of GNP as far back as 1997 (Apte, Karmarkar, and Kath 2008) . 6 Public opinion reflects a national sense of insecurity regarding this 
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If no change is made to the education system, insufficient education will negatively affect the economy within five to ten years.
64%
If no change is made to the education system, insufficient education will negatively affect the economy within 25 years. lack of international competitiveness (see Table 2 ).
Americans today place more emphasis on the role of the federal government' s role than individuals did during the founding of the nation-a time when citizens identified more strongly with their home state than with the country (Rubin 2007) . U.S. citizens are highly mobile, moving about 11.7 times over the course of their lifetimes (U.S. Census Bureau 2008). Different education standards across states result in high school graduates with different levels of academic preparation, confounding employers' abilities to rely on basic skills.
States vary greatly in graduation standards, requiring as many as 24 and as few as 13 units of high school study as a prerequisite for a diploma. Some states require algebra, geometry, and algebra II coursework in mathematics, while other states do not require study beyond basic algebra. States also vary widely in their foreign language and science requirements (ECS 2008).
7 Table 3 gives examples of the disparate requirements for high school graduation. To better meet both internal and external labor market demands in the United States, the quality of student preparation should meet a uniform, rigorous baseline.
The U.S. economy is moving toward information-sector jobs that require a strong technical education. However, U.S. students perform at lower levels in math and science than do students in other countries. Presently, the quality of educational content differs among the states. Public opinion and international competitiveness indicate that public K-12 education standards and international competitiveness deserve attention.
Uniform National Standards and Assessment
This paper considers national-level standards and assessments to replace the disparate state systems. Although such a policy is not currently under political consideration, favorable views by stakeholders, including unions (Weingarten 2009; NEA 2009 ), business leaders (Gerstner 2008) , the National Governors Association (NEA 2009), the White House (Wilson 2009) , and the U.S. Department of Education (Hoff 2009 ) have recently increased the attention to education. For the purpose of this paper, a na-tional standards policy would replace both the current assessments given in third through eighth grades and in some high school subjects (NCLB 2001) and the current NAEP, which is given every two years to a sample of students in select grades (Vinovskis 1998) . Such a change could incentivize state participation by linking participation to federal funding without the same for both fourth-and eighth-graders in a given states, only "above" or "below" was reported.
Note: A plus sign (+) indicates above average performance at that grade level (e.g., "+4" means above average scores for fourth graders), while a minus sign (−) indicates below average performance for that grade level. One unit is one year of study. (Thurlow et al. 2005) and English language learners (Conger forthcoming). This paper does not address these specific issues.
A national standards policy would require that measurement of student academic achievement be based on a single national assessment. Specifically, the national standards and assessments should focus on English reading and writing, mathematics, and science. Given regional variation in community experience, history and social studies may need to remain under the purview of local governments. Most state and local governments teach about the state' s history, which provides relevant context for students in the state.
Use of a single assessment to evaluate students in all states is not a new idea. Discussion of uniform national assessment began in the 1960s when Francis Keppel, then the U.S. Commissioner of Education, incited controversy by attempting to advance a uniform student assessment. A compromise between Keppel and the state leaders opposed to national assessment created the NAEP, but allowed data aggregation only at the regional level. This agreement prohibited state-or district-level comparisons. Policymakers struggled to apply results from the regionally aggregated data because the data lacked specificity. Beginning in 1990, states chould choose to participate in a program that would compare results at the state level. Many states did participate (Vinovskis 1998) , and the program is still in place. Despite repeated discussion of expanding the use of the NAEP, states were not required to participate until the enactment of NCLB in 2002. Although George W. Bush' s campaign included a policy that would have used the NAEP as the single measure of relative educational progress, the use of NAEP ultimately was not tied to federal funds (Rudalevige 2003 
Analysis

Effectiveness
An effective policy will ensure that students across the United States learn a rigorous level of content such that their post-graduation workforce contribution can increase the country' s international academic competitiveness.
Given that the United States persistently lags behind its peers in education, the existing system of state-level educational standards has not produced successful competition for high school graduates in the international arena. National standards and uniform assessments would highlight regional differences in mathematics, science, and reading. High-performing schools could aid best-practice research on education policies, in much the same way that best practices improve business management. For example, evaluators could identify particularly useful instructional or organizational trends in successful schools and school systems. Researchers could then recommend ways for other educators to replicate the most effective methods. Uniform assessments would produce robust data and allow for state and district comparisons and competition that would stimulate higher achievement, thus resulting in a better-prepared workforce.
The status quo allows for some comparison across states using the NAEP. However, NAEP testing does not include all students in all schools. As such, districts have little incentive to adopt the content standards on which the NAEP is based. The NAEP does not provide standards for every grade level, because it affects only fourth, eighth, and some twelfth grade students. A uniform set of standards and assessments in all NCLB-tested grade levels would overcome these challenges and provide a more accurate snapshot of student knowledge. Assuming high-level standards and effective use of data to adjust instruction, this should produce graduates better prepared for the demands of the workforce.
The existing focus on state-level testing permits wide variation in the definition of "proficiency." Randi Weingarten (2009) offers a useful analogy: football fans would hardly tolerate a world in which different football teams had different definitions for a first down, allowing some to meet the goal after seven yards, while requiring 10 or even 12 yards of other teams. The status quo allows some students to "pass" without meeting sufficiently rigorous standards, resulting in the weakness of intellectual competition from American students.
The critical issue facing a national policy is standard-setting. Essentially, the question is whether the national-level standards landed at the proverbial seven-yard requirement or at the 10-or 12-yard mark. National standards and assessments would only be useful if they increased the overall level of content instruction by adopting standards consistent with the highest performing states.
Although it is difficult to precisely predict the effectiveness of national standards and assessments, the policy of uniform national standards and assessments would have several secondary effects that would improve the overall functionality of the educational system. At present, a teacher wishing to move from one state to another must adapt to significantly different content-area standards. If teachers did not have to learn an idiosyncratic set of state standards in order to transfer from one region to another, they would be able to relocate and meet educational labor market demands more easily. This process could reduce reliance on less-qualified teachers in areas with chronic demand.
Uniformity of standards might also create a better market for research and development of educational tools because researchers developing these tools could market them to school systems across the country, not just in specific states. Improved curricular tools would provide better learning opportunities for students, reinforcing challenging concepts and yielding a higher-quality workforce. National standards and assessments would also allow states and localities to focus on areas of educational administration apart from developing, approving, and updating standards (Miller 2008) . The emphasis on instruction, administration, and operations over standards development would focus local school administrators' resources on student outcomes. This could improve student achievement and, by extension, international competitiveness.
A potential unintended consequence of national K-12 standards and assessment may be increased drop-out rates. If students felt labeled or demoralized by poor scores, or became bored by repetitive testing, the students might choose to leave school, thereby reducing the overall level of preparedness in the workforce. New York faces unusually low graduation rates due to requirements mandating that students pass rigorous state exams (NYC Coalition for Educational Justice 2009). Uniform standards and national assessments, however, do not include graduation requirements-only testing requirements. It is hard to say whether NCLB causes or even correlates with decreased high school graduation rates because states have widely varying ways of calculating graduation rates. Although the Department of Education recently issued non-regulatory guidance on reporting graduation rates uniformly (U.S. Dept. of Ed. 2008), disparate methods and incomplete data still plague the field, which confounds conclusions (IES 2006) . Comparative graduation rates would be more valid in the future if states comply with uniform graduation reporting. However, uniform data is not available for the period before NCLB. The risk of increased drop-out rates is difficult to quantify in a data-poor environment and the link between high-stakes tests and drop-out rates (and international competition, because students lacking at least a high school background would be even less competitive than under the status quo) is challenging to evaluate.
National standards and assessments are more likely than the status quo to be effective at improving overall student learning and workforce competitiveness. This option depends on the rigor of the national standards and the consequences of not meeting expected measures. Assuming that the national standards and assessments raise expectations to the level of the highest state standards, U.S. students should become more internationally competitive. The existing practice of state-level standards and assessments provides no means of raising expectations. In fact, NCLB requirements create perverse incentives to dilute state-level expectations because the law demands that all students eventually meet proficiency. One way for states to accomplish this is to make the standards and assessments easier so that state-level passage rates become inflated. Provided that national standards are high and schools rise to the challenge in raising student achievement, it is likely that a policy of national standards and assessments is the more effective option for enhancing international competitiveness of graduates.
Political Feasibility
Given that education affects multiple layers of government, a politically feasible solution would need to garner majority support from Congress, the White House, and a majority of states within four years. Accurate predictions of future political coalitions are challenging, and the significant change required by the adoption of a policy of national standards and assessments cannot happen overnight. Thus, the time frame of one presidential term makes sense, since it offers time for negotiation while isolating a given political atmosphere. Notably, given that other major federal education changes, such as the passage of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Schools Act and the NCLB each closely followed an inauguration. Political feasibility does not rest solely with any one group, but relies on consensus-building.
The intensity of past controversy over national standards (Vinovskis 1998) provides some evidence that passage is not guaranteed. However, the current economic climate may have a two-pronged effect on attitudes toward national standards and testing. Americans are increasingly concerned with workplace competition ( Jacobe 2009 ) and are more willing to allow increased federal control in many other areas of life, specifically corporate functions (Appelbaum 2009) .
A consensus has been forming in the education policy community. High-profile endorsements of uniform national standards have come from the president of the American Federation of Teachers (AFT, a national teachers' union), Randi Weingarten, the National Education Association (NEA, another major teachers' union), President Obama, the National Governors Association (NGA), and Louis Gerstner, former CEO of IBM (Weingarten 2009; Wilson 2009; NEA 2009; Gerstner 2008) . The impact of Randi Weingarten' s public support cannot be overstated. It implies the support of millions of teachers, many of whom were highly vocal critics of state-level assessments with NCLB (Rudalevige 2003 (Wilson 2009 ). Thus, although history would suggest political challenges, recent developments highlight changing stakeholder and political sentiment. Because politicians are accountable to their constituents, the increasing support will most likely make federal standards politically feasible.
A serious counterargument to national standards and evaluation concerns the constitutional role of the federal government in education. Mandating cooperation with specific standards and assessments would require a significant advance of federal authority in K-12 education, potentially requiring changes to the Constitution. However, because the proposed standards and assessments for education would be voluntary, by linking federal aid with compliance, Congress could enact this form of national standards and assessments without raising the issue of constitutionality. Notably, no states refuse NCLB funds (New America Foundation), in spite of the significant increase of federal regulation it imposes. Because national standards and assessments could be enacted in the same way as NCLB requirements, these standards and assessments are politically feasible with respect to the states and the Constitution.
Given that Congress failed to agree on a new version of NCLB in 2008, coming to a consensus could be challenging. However, the gridlock of 2008 has shifted in the current political circumstances with a changeoriented Democratic president and Democratic majorities in both houses of Congress. Thus, the impasse of last year may be a poor predictor of current feasibility.
While political action can be challenging, a significant consensus is building among stakeholders. With states, teachers' unions, federal officials, the President, and the business community all interested in national standards and assessments, political feasibility of national standards and assessments seems strong. As long as participation is voluntary and incentive-based (as opposed to legally mandated), passage is likely. Overcoming the inertia of the status quo is almost always a political challenge, merely because the status quo enjoys natural political feasibility. Uniform standards and assessments and the status quo are both politically viable.
Cost
Education is the single largest government expenditure at the local level and a significant overall taxpayer commitment (Lee, Johnson, and Joyce 2008) . In 2004 and 2005, total elementary and secondary education spending exceeded $530 billion (U.S. Dept. of Ed. 2005) . The national standards and assessment policy will be evaluated by whether and to what extent it reduces cost compared to the status quo.
States currently spend extensive resources creating, manufacturing, administering, and scoring standardized tests. A 1993 Governmental Accountability Office (GAO) report estimated that the costs of preparing and administering tests at the state and local level were about 50 percent higher than the costs of the same assessment at a national level. Ten years later, the GAO issued a report estimating that states would spend between $1.9 and $5.3 billion on K-12 student assessments during the FY 2002 through FY 2008, depending on the mix of assessments given (GAO 2003) . This report encouraged the Department of Education to facilitate state cooperation on test preparation in an effort to reduce costs and indicated that some of the expenses to multiple assessments are unnecessarily repetitive. At a minimum, centralizing the process by using a single national test should not be more expensive, and estimates suggest that producing national assessments would be significantly less expensive than continuing to develop tests at the state level. Because NCLB specifies that state assessments be standards-driven, traditional aptitude tests like the Stanford 9 no longer provide state-level assessment data. States must generate their own assessment tools aligned to their own standards, which yields over 50 tests.
Creating national standards would require some initial investment. Experts might draw on existing standards in certain states, which would minimize expenses. The cost of setting national standards would not likely outweigh the potential savings from producing a single test. If national standards elevate the educational experience of students, graduates would create a better-prepared workforce and ensure that future workers in the United States could compete for information-based jobs.
National standards and assessments would also streamline production of student and teacher preparation materials. Whereas there are currently more than 50 sets of guidelines on ways to implement standards, one definitive set of support materials could be produced to prepare students and teachers for national standards. Additionally, education colleges in various states currently use different materials to prepare teachers for the statelevel standards. The creation of national standards would eliminate extra costs associated with preparing separate information at each state education agency.
National standards and assessments would reduce costs. Creating, producing, and scoring one test is more cost-effective than the status quo of administering different tests by state education agency.
Administrative Feasibility
A policy with strong administrative feasibility can be implemented quickly and easily, and requires the creation of very few new bureaucratic structures. Such a policy either requires little on-the-ground work or utilizes existing systems to achieve functionality with few demands on either government or citizens.
An existing entity, the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), oversees the creation and administration of the NAEP. The NAGB is a representative body that includes various education stakeholders. This group has the ability to take the lead in expanding the national test. Existing hierarchies of state and local education agencies already cooperate to ensure implementation of state tests. These existing structures could likely administer the national assessments if testing students on the national test were necessary for states and districts to receive federal funding. In addition, current national tests, such as the SAT or ACT, enjoy effective implementation. There is no reason to assume that a national assessment would be challenging to administer. Thus, nationalized standards and assessments are administratively feasible. Additionally, the national preparation of scores and results should reduce the administrative burden on states. The use of existing structures decreases state-level burdens and allows strong administrative feasibility of national standards and assessments.
Even though NCLB created a significant administrative burden at the outset, many issues have been worked out through the Department of Education' s rulemaking and state and local administration. Now in 2009, eight years after the passage of NCLB, structures are in place for state and local administration. Thus, the status quo is highly administratively feasible. Changing policy from state-level to national-level standards and assessment would have some initial effects but should not increase-and would likely reduce-the overall administrative burden. The status quo will always require less administrative flexibility than does a new policy. However, existing compliance with NCLB reduces the challenges of implementing national standards and assessment because educators currently use standards-based assessments. Substituting the use of one assessment instrument for another should present a minimal burden. The status quo and national standards and assessments fare nearly evenly in administrative feasibility.
Conclusion
Shifting standards and assessments from state to federal administration will likely be more effective in increasing student achievement and less costly than the status quo. As long as national standards set the threshold for student achievement at a high level, the system will prepare students in the United States for the technical challenges of the workforce. National standards and assessments are politically feasible if couched in the same manner of NCLB, which uses federal funding incentives instead of regulatory mandates. A significant coalition has been building in favor of national standards, making their passage more likely than in the past, but by no means assured. National standards and assessments would impose a minimal burden and would ease state-level duties in scoring and reporting. National standards and assessments offer important benefits and long term improvements.
Public decisionmaking on education is not simple. Clear trade-offs exist between state-level authority and national cohesion. Since the implementation of No Child Left Behind in 2002, variations among school performances have become easier to understand. National standards and assessments would further clarify areas of strength and weakness. Jurisdictions are naturally competitive (Brunori 2003) and would have incentives to improve as a way to attract residents and ensure local workforce adequacy. Future education policy could further incentivize improvement for lagging districts. While standardized testing is imperfect, it provides a beginning for candid dialogue and national self-reflection, which could lead to targeted support and improvement. The market for global intellectual capital is tight, and national standards and assessments would improve the competitiveness of the labor force in the United States.
